Management of ocular hypertension and primary open angle glaucoma.
BACKGROUND: Glaucoma and ocular hypertension are among the most common pathologies encountered in clinical practice. Within the next 20 years, patients with these two problems will increase threefold as the population ages. The growing burden of glaucoma worldwide will also become a significant public health problem. The effective management of glaucoma will require the introduction of new screening strategies and better therapeutic approaches to these disorders. METHODS: Our current understanding of the epidemiology of primary open angle glaucoma and ocular hypertension is reviewed. Diagnosis and treatment strategies are discussed in the context of the current best available clinical trial and laboratory data. RESULTS: While few patients with ocular hypertension will require therapy, it is the conventional practice to lower the intraocular pressure by at least one-third once glaucomatous optic neuropathy is detected. Topical beta-adrenergic antagonists have been the preferred first-line therapy for primary open angle glaucoma for the past 20 years, but with the advent of topical prostaglandin analogues and alpha-2 agonists, the effectiveness of medical therapy has improved significantly. The decision to perform glaucoma filtering surgery or laser trabeculoplasty must be carefully considered and based on the past response to medication, the extent and rate of progression of any visual field loss, and on the life expectancy and wishes of the patient. CONCLUSION: The treatment of chronic glaucoma is directed at preserving vision and interfering with the quality of life of the patient as little as possible. Many older patients who develop primary open angle glaucoma may have a limited life expectancy and do not require aggressive medical therapy or surgery. Many new medications have become available that permit less frequent dosing with fewer local and systemic side-effects. In the near future, therapies that address the underlying molecular basis of glaucomatous optic neuropathy might become available and further reduce the risk of glaucoma blindness.